Case study 3: Emma
Counselling Case Example: “Emma and Mr. L” — A Case of Therapist Misconduct
Client: Emma R.
Age: 26
Presenting Issues: Anxiety, low self-esteem, recent relationship breakup.
Therapist: Mr. L., private counsellor (mid-40s), accredited with a national counselling body.
Setting: Private practice, weekly sessions for six months.

1. Background
Emma sought counselling to cope with anxiety and feelings of rejection following a breakup. She reported difficulty trusting others and wanted to “feel confident again.” She was referred to Mr. L. through an online directory.
Initially, the sessions focused on emotional regulation, self-worth, and attachment patterns. Emma described Mr. L. as “easy to talk to” and felt relief at finally being heard.

2. Emergence of Boundary Issues
After about two months, Mr. L. began self-disclosing extensively about his own divorce and loneliness, framing it as a way to “connect” with Emma.
He occasionally extended sessions beyond the paid hour and refused to accept payment for the extra time, saying, “I’m not watching the clock — you need care, not numbers.”
Soon after, he began complimenting Emma’s appearance (“You look beautiful today; it’s good to see you smiling again”), and once remarked, “If we had met outside of therapy, I think we would have gotten along very well.”
Emma reported feeling both “flattered and uncomfortable.” She wasn’t sure if this was normal or “part of the therapy.”

3. Escalation of Inappropriate Conduct
Boundary crossings escalated into boundary violations:
· Mr. L. sent text messages to Emma outside of sessions, sometimes late at night, checking on her wellbeing and using informal or personal language (“thinking of you today, hope you’re okay”).
· He accepted Emma’s friend request on social media and began commenting on her photos.
· In one session, he gave her a hug that lasted longer than usual, saying, “You deserve affection.”
Emma began to feel increasingly confused and anxious before sessions but feared losing support if she stopped therapy. She started doubting her own feelings and described feeling “trapped.”



